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Abstract

Parent involvement in schools is related to children's increased

academic achievement and can be an important resource for school

personnel. Racial/ethnic parents, however, have been found to be

less likely to become involved in their child's school. The

present study investigated whether White and racial/ethnic

parents differed in their satisfaction with their child's school

and perceived alienation from schools in general. It was

hypothesized that racial/ethnic parents would report less

satisfaction and more feelings of alienation than White parents.

Parents of elementary school children completed surveys of their

satisfaction and alienation. Results indicate that there were no

significant differences in White and racial/ethnic parents'

reported satisfaction with, or alienation from school. White

parents, however, perceived their child's teacher to be more

understanding of their needs as a parent, and believed that

parents should give schools more input about how to teach their

child that racial/ethnic parents. Implications for educational

administrators and family counselors include the need to

encourage racial/ethnic parents to make their needs known to

school personnel.
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Introduction

Today's youth face a host of social problems including gang

violence, substance abuse, and teen pregnancy. Many of these

difficulties have been linked to poor academic performance or

dropping out of school altogether.

Racial/ethnic youth are particularly at risk for academic

difficulties. For example, in Fresno County, despite the fact

that racial/ethnic students make up 66% of the total enrollment,

dropout rates are two to three times higher for these students

than for White students (Fresno County Office of Research and

Evaluation, 1993). Others have found racial/ethnic students'

dropout rates, suspension rates, and placements in mentally or

emotionally retarded classes to be disproportionately high

(Cardenas & First, 1983).

One approach to improving student academic performance is to

increase parental involvement in their children's education. For

example, increased parent involvement has been found to be

positively related to school, social, and academic achievement

(Epstein, 1987; Henderson, 1987), even among low-income

populations (Clark, 1984; Comer, 1988; Henderson, 1987; Scott-

Jones, 1987). Unfortunately, racial/ethnic parents have a more

difficult time becoming involved with their children's education

and are less likely than White parents to do so (Klimes-Dugan,

Lopez, Nelson, & Adelman, 1992; Lopez, 1993), despite the fact

that racial/ethnic parents have been found to feel that their

involvement was more important than did White parents (Stevenson,
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Chen, & Uttal, 1990). Possible reasons for racial/ethnic parents

lesser involvement may include shyness, cultural tendencies not

to express opinions, immigration status, feeling unwelcomed in

the schools, language differences, and not knowing what to expect

(Burke, 1991). Racial/ethnic parents have also been found to feel

more alienated from society in general and schools in particular

(Carnegie Corporation, 1984), a fact which has also been proposed

as a possible explanation for racial/ethnic parent's lesser

involvement in schools (Calabrese, 1990).

Changing U.S. demographics make it critical for schools to

increase their attention to, and abilities to effectively serve

racial/ethnic families. For example, by 2000, the percentage of

White students enrolled in California public schools is expected

to decrease by half, while the percentage of Hispanic students is

expected to double (Fresno County Office of Research and

Evaluation, 1993). Nevertheless, approximately 80% of all

teachers in California public schools are White (Fresno County

Office of Research and Evaluation, 1993) (see Table 1). Clearly,

schools need to continue to find ways to meet the changing needs

of the families they serve.

In an effort to measure the extent to which parents perceive

their needs as being met, this study investigated whether

racial/ethnic and White parents differed in their satisfaction

with their child's school and perceived alienation from schools

in general. It was hypothesized that racial/ethnic parents would

report less satisfaction and more feelings of alienation than
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questions on a five-point, Likert-type scale. Parents were also

asked to indicate the amount of input they felt parents should

give schools on a four point scale ranging from "none teaching

the child is the school's job, not mine" to "a lot staying in

touch on a regular basis." In addition, parents were asked to

provide demographic information.

Translation

Because the families surveyed came from a variety of ethnic

and language backgrounds, English, Spanish, and Hmong versions of

the survey were developed. These constituted the primary

languages spoken by most of the parents. Parents either received

an English only, or a Spanish and an English version, or a Hmong

and an English version of the survey, according to school records

of the family's primary language.

Results

Participants were 169 parents of children enrolled in an

urban elementary school in Central California. Parents ranged in

age from 18 to 72 with a mean age of 36. Fifty-three were men,

113 were women, and three did not indicate gender. Ten of the

parents were African American, 50 were Hispanic, 59 Southeast

Asian, 8 other Asian American, 31 White, and 11 either described

themselves as "other" or did not indicate their ethnicity. Most

of the parents who responded indicated that they were immigrants

(58), 21 were "first generation", 13 were "second generation", 19

were "third generation", and 37 parents were "fourth generation

or more" in the United States.

7



White parents.

Methods

3

Sample

Parents were volunteers and completed surveys which included

questions about their satisfaction with their child's school and

teacher, and their perceived alienation from schools. Surveys

were sent home to each family with a child enrolled in the

school. Of the 296 surveys distributed, 169 parents completed and

returned surveys.

Measures

Because the Dean Alienation Scale (Conger, 1973) has been

criticized as too general (Bean, 1986; Calabrese & Anderson,

1986; Wentz, 1979), a modified version designed to measure

alienation from schools was developed for this research. The

modified alienation scale consisted of twenty statements such as

"Parents are not really important in what goes on at schools" and

"There are few dependable ties between parents and the schools

anymore" to which parents responded on a five-point, Likert-type

scale ranging from "strongly agree" to "strongly disaagree."

Parents' overall satisfaction with their child's school was

assessed by asking "Overall, how satisfied have you been with

your interactions with school?". Satisfaction with their

child's teacher was measured using the question "How satisfied

have you been with your interactions with your child's teacher?".

Parents were also asked "How understanding is your child's

teacher of your needs as a parent?" and responded to these
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Means and standard deviations for all variables were

calculated and are shown in Table 2. A series of one-way Analyses

of Variance (ANOVAs) were calculated to determine if White

parents differed significantly from racial/ethnic parents on

overall satisfaction, alienation, satisfaction with their child's

teacher, the extent to which they felt their child's teacher was

understanding of their needs, and amount of input they felt

parents should give schools. Results indicated that there were no

differences between the two groups in level of overall

satisfaction (df=1, F=1.63, p=.21), alienation (df=1, F=.21,

p=.65), or satisfaction with their child's teacher (df=1, F=1.84,

p=.18). White parents, however, reported feeling their child's

teacher was significantly more understanding of their needs as a

parent than did racial/ethnic parents (df=1, F=13.74, pf.0001).

White parents also reported feeling parents should give schools

significantly more input about how to teach their child than did

racial/ethnic students (df=1, F=3.87, p=.05).

Discussion

Results did not support the hypothesis that White parents

are more satisfied with their interactions with their child's

school in general, nor their child's teacher in particular than

racial/ethnic parents. White parents also did not report more

alienation from schools than racial/ethnic parents. White parents

did, however, perceive their child's teacher to be significantly

more understanding of their needs as parents and felt parents

should give schools significantly more input about how to teach

8
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their children than racial/ethnic parents.

The present findings seem inconsistent with suggestions that

racial/ethnic individuals are alienated from social structures

(Carnegie Corporation, 1984), and conflict with Calabrese's

(1990) findings that racial/ethnic parents reported significantly

more alienation from schools than White parents. Several possible

factors may account for these results.

First, although the elementary school in this study is in an

urban area with many economic and social difficulties, the school

has begun in recent months efforts to increase parent

involvement. These efforts include a community advisory board

which involves parents and local businesses charged with finding

solutions to local juvenile crime and delinquency problems. It

could be that these efforts have increased parents' satisfaction

with the school and decreased their feelings of alienation.

However, because this was the only school included in the study,

it is not possible to determine the effects of these efforts on

the parents studied.

A possible explanation for the satisfaction findings may be

that racial/ethnic parents did not report actual levels of

dissatisfaction. Reasons for this may include not feeling as

entitled to positive interactions as White parents, perceiving

school personnel as "experts" or "authorities" on education to be

revered, not questioned, or having cultural values of not calling

attention to oneself or expressing a negative opinion. These

factors may predispose some parents to not complain even though
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they may be experiencing dissatisfaction. Some possible support

for this cultural explanation may lie in the finding that

racial/ethnic parents believed parents should have significantly

less input in schools than White parents. In addition, the fact

that most of the parents surveyed were immigrants could mean that

cultural values and beliefs might be a significant factor in

understanding these parents' experiences.

Finally, although almost half of the parents chose to

complete the survey, it is unclear in what ways those who did not

participate may differ in their experiences with schools. It may

be, for example, that only those parents who were the least

alienated or the most satisfied elected to participate in the

survey. Further, school officials estimate that a significant

portion of parents in this district are not literate. Because of

the format, these parents were not able to participate in the

present study, and may have experiences which differ

significantly from the study participants.

The present study had several limitations such as the fact

that many parents did not complete a survey, making it impossible

to know how their responses may have affected the results. Also,

only one elementary school was included in this study, thus

generalizations of these findings to other populations should

only be made with extreme caution. These results may, in fact,

not be representative of other racial/ethnic parents' experiences

and should be interpreted carefully. In addition, satisfaction,

parent input, and teacher understanding were measured using one

i0
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four- or five-point, Likert-type question each, not allowing for

much variation in participants' responses on these items.

These results have important implications for school

counselors and administrators as well as family counselors. Most

importantly, those who work with families must to continue to

encourage and empower parents, especially racial/ethnic parents,

to make their needs known to school personnel. Providing parents

with information about schools and orienting them to school

grounds and personnel may help them to feel more comfortable in

becoming actively involved in school activities.

Schools should continue to find ways to make schools

inviting and accessible to parents, particularly those from

diverse backgrounds. Ensuring that phone calls, invitations, and

announcements are provided in several languages, establishing

neighborhood organizations and meetings, offering parent

breakfasts or after school activities, and instituting parent

initiated activities both in and out of the classrooms are

possible ways schools can expand their efforts to include parents

educational experiences. Making sure all school personnel know

the importance of, and strategies for positive interactions with

parents from diverse backgrounds and are committed to this

process is a critical component to schools' efforts to increase

racial/ethnic parent involvement.

Recommendations for future research include using multiple

schools and communities to more comprehensively assess

racial/ethnic parent satisfaction and alienation. The development
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of a standardized measure of parent satisfaction with multiple

items, and which asks about several areas of interactions with

schools may improve abilities to accurately detect parents'

experiences. Future research must also take into account parent's

beliefs about expressing dissatisfaction and the relationship

between these beliefs and reported satisfaction. Finally,

eliciting responses from more parents, those who may be reluctant

to respond or who do not read or write, is important if we are to

gain a more complete picture of racial/ethnic parents'

experiences with schools.

12



10

References

Bean, J. (1986). A human school in the middle. The Clearing

House, 60, 14-17.

Calabrese, R.L. (1990). The public school: A source of

alienation for minority parents. Journal of Negro Education, 59,

148-154.

Calabrese, R.L. & Anderson, R.E. (1986). The public high

school: A source of stress and alienation among female workers.

Urban Education, 21, 30-41.

Cardenas, J. & First, J. (1983). Children at risk.

Educational Leadership, 439, 4-8.

Carnegie Corporation, (1984). Report to the nation's

governors: America's children, powerless in need of powerful

friends. Hearing before the Select Committee on Children, Youth

and Families, U.S. House of Representatives, 98th Congress,

Second Session.

Clark, R. (1984). Family life and school achievement: Why

poor Black children succeed or fail. Chicago, IL: The University

of Chicago Press.

Comer, J.P. (1988). Educating poor minority children.

Scientific American, 259, 42-48.

Conger, J. (1973). Adolescence and youth. New York: Harper

and Row.

Epstein, J.L. (1987). Parent involvement: What research says

to administrators. Education and Urban Society, 19, 119-136.

Fresno County Office of Education, (1993). The statistical

13



11

advantage. (Fifth ed.). Fresno, CA: Author.

Henderson, A.T. (1987). The evidence continues to grow:

Parent involvement improves student achievement. Columbia, MD:

National Committee for Citizens in Education.

Klimes-Dougan, B., Lopez, J.A., Nelson, P., & Adelman, H.S.

(1992). Two studies of low income parents' involvement in

schooling. Urban Review, 24, 185-202.

Lopez, L.C. (1993). Mexican-American and Anglo-American

parental involvement with a public elementary school: An

exploratory study. Hispanic Journal of Behavioral Science, 15,

150-155.

Scott-Jones, D. (1987). Mother-as-teacher in the families of

high- and low-achieving low-income Black first-graders. Journal

of Negro Education, 56, 21-34.

Stevenson, H.W., Chen, C., & Uttal, D.H. (1990). Beliefs and

achievement: A study of Black, White, and Hispanic children.

Child Development, 61, 506-523.

Wentz, F. (1979). Sociological correlates of alienation

among adolescent suicide attempts. Adolescence, 14, 19-30.

14



1
2

T
a
b
l
e
 
2
:
 
M
e
a
n
s
 
a
n
d
 
S
t
a
n
d
a
r
d
 
D
e
v
i
a
t
i
o
n
s
 
o
f
 
A
l
l

V
a
r
i
a
b
l
e
s
 
f
o
r
 
T
o
t
a
l
 
S
a
m
p
l
e
 
a
n
d
 
f
o
r

W
h
i
t
e
 
a
n
d
 
R
a
c
i
a
l
/
E
t
h
n
i
c

P
a
r
e
n
t
s
.

V
a
r
i
a
b
l
e

T
o
t
a
l

S
a
m
p
l
e

M
S
D

R
a
c
i
a
l
/
E
t
h
n
i
c

P
a
r
e
n
t
s

M
S
D

W
h
i
t
e

P
a
r
e
n
t
s

M
S
D

M
i
n
.

M
a
x
.

A
g
e

3
5
.
8
4

9
.
8
6

3
6
.
3
3

1
0
.
1
9

3
4
.
0
3

8
.
8
8

1
8

7
2

G
e
n
e
r
a
t
i
o
n

2
.
7
2

1
.
6
9

2
.
1
9

1
.
4
9

4
.
7
5

.
6
5

1
6

O
v
e
r
a
l
l

3
.
9
9

.
9
0

3
.
9
3

.
9
4

4
.
1
7

.
7
5

1
5

S
a
t
i
s
f
a
c
t
i
o
n

A
l
i
e
n
a
t
i
o
n

5
6
.
7
7

9
.
7
0

5
7
.
1
7

9
.
1
3

5
6
.
2
3

1
0
.
5
5

3
1

7
9

S
a
t
i
s
f
a
c
t
i
o
n

3
.
8
0

1
.
2
6
'

3
.
7
6

1
.
2
4

4
.
1
0

1
.
1
6

1
5

W
/
T
e
a
c
h
e
r

T
e
a
c
h
e
r

3
.
7
0

1
.
1
2

3
.
5
1

1
.
1
5

4
.
3
6

.
7
8

1
5

U
n
d
e
r
s
t
a
n
d
i
n
g

P
a
r
e
n
t
 
I
n
p
u
t

3
.
3
8

.
7
9

3
.
3
2

.
8
0

3
.
6
4

.
7
4

1
4



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

(Specific Document)

ERIC
UDO3 / 6 Lig-

Title:

90,1fQAkk SA'Scfl c-+ASY1 0-v Ali rotko, CY1 SciAoc L-1-14nic, D.Cce-venters

Author(s): ce-tc_61-1 e.b. , Law, z IAA. )1-c,c(, ra O . , (-04--c_ici

Corporate Source:
,

PONLAial--kk- ett,d,c02iiCta. AS,0iCA)b151(1

IPublication Date:

8/q6

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:
In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced

in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system. Resources In Education (RIE), we usually made available to users in microfic he, reproduced
paper copy, and electronic/optical media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) or other ERIC vendors. Credit is
given to the source of each document, and, If reproduction release Is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following two options and sign at
the bottom of the page.

Check here
For Level 1 Release:
Permitting reproduction in
microfiche (4' x film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical)
and paper copy.

Sign
here-4
please

The sample sticker shown below will be

affixed to all Level 1 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

\es

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 1

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS

MATERIAL IN OTHER THAN PAPER
COPY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. If permission
to reproduce is granted, but neither box is checked, documents will be processed at Lin* 1.

Check here
For Level 2 Release:
Pemiitting reproduction in
microfiche (4' x film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical).
but not in paper copy.

'I hereby grant to the Educational Resources ktformation Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate
this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic/optical media by persons other than
ERIC employees and its system contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit
reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.'

Organization/Address:

a" ri0G-2_, Cv-(05-403)
(56U Acsestk./.;1A0) ?d-711 °MCC Oki.

1--91VA-ati (.1 tv_k It 1s 0-)

Chulada4kik ) QA /(-to:3

e.k( (4> , Cr Isclu)6y)
-Tretephone: i FAX:

ii ais-9.0y-(5-16 1 _,G- -9-044-15-g-4-
i-Mail ----115177

1

(over)



III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source,
please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is
publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:

gnic Clearinghouse on Urban. Education
Box 40, Teachers Col:ege

Columbia University
New York, NY 10027

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

(Rev. 6/96)

ERIC Process! and Ref ence Facility
1100 We Street, Floor

Laurel, Ma nd 707-3598

Telephone: 3' -497-4080
Toll Free: 8 0- = !-3742

FAX: 30 -953-0 3
e-mail: eric c@inet.e ov

WWW: httpJ /er fac.piccard.c .com


